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of politics necessarily enter consider- 
ably into its administration. For in- 
stance, a private company, free to act, 
as is the city, would long ago have 
raised the fares. But raising fares, al- 
though supported by excellent business 
reasons and sound judgment, is not 
likely to be a winning bid for popular 
approval, in view of the fact that the 
great majority of a city’s inhabitants 
pay no taxes directly, and believe them- 
selves uninterested in the burdens 
thrown upon the general fund. It is 
very difficult, slso, to protect that 
general fund from indirect inroads 
upon it. Plausible arguments spring 
up to justify this or that contribution, 
and it is the easier way in politics to 
yield to them. The danger from the 
demagogue is increased by these ob- 
vious opportunities. 

A city is also not in a position to em- 
ploy as cheaply or to have as effective 
a control over its employes. Their 

number is greatly increased-here it 
rose from 3,000 to 5,560-and they 
all come under the civil service rules 
and administration. 

As to the quality of service rendered 
by the city and the private company, 
there are varying opinions. Accurate 
data seems to show, however, that the 
city is furnishing the better service. 

Seattle is boldly and courageously 
pioneering in the municipal ownership 
of almost its entire traction system. It 
cannot draw either from the experi- 
ence or the personnel of other munici- 
pally owned and operated systems in 
the country. It must blaze the trail 
largely alone and unaided. It did not, 
perhaps get a fortunate start, for the 
incubus of a $15,000,000 debt is a 
heavy one. But decreasing costs may 
save the situation, and it is certainly 
much too soon to pronounce a judg- 
ment of failure. 

Seattle, July 1,1920. 

THE SOCIAL UNIT-AN EXPERIMENT 
IN POLITICS 
BY S. GALE LOWRIE 

Universily of Cincinnati 

The Social Unit experiment in Cincinnati i s  generally thought of as an 
adventure in social work. The truth i s  that i t  i s  an exploration into a 
new Jield of political organization which challenges our traditional ideas 

.. .. .. .. .. of government. .. 

I 

A UNIQUE experiment in govern- 
mental organization has been in prog- 
ress during the past few years. Its 
avowed purpose has been “to hasten 
the coming of democracy both genuine 
and e5cient, by building upon a basis 
of population units, an organization 
through which people can get a clear 
idea of their common needs and can 

.. -. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 
utilize the technical knowledge of 
skilled groups in formulating and car- 
rying out programs to meet those 
needs.” Because the plan at first was 
concerned principally with health, 
many have regarded the Social’ Unit, 
as it is called, as a new sociological 
agency. “Evaluators” from the vari- 
ous national organizations concerned 
with better housing, the fight against 
tuberculosis, nursing and social work, 
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have studied it and reported upon its 
accomplishments, but the fact has not 
generally been grasped that the pri- 
mary purpose has been to learn 
whether a new type of governmental 
organization will work. The advo- 
cates of this political invention be- 
lieve it is capable of extension to  sup- 
ply an improved type of government 
not only for cities, but for the state 
and possibly even for the nation. 
Such an enterprise deserves a closer 
study from its political aspects than 
i t  has yet received. Possibly it is un- 
fortunate that the political scientist is 
denied the facilities which the labora- 
tory provides the natural philosopher 
of controlling the influences which may 
exert themselves upon the object of his 
test. Experimentation consequently 
becomes complex for the former, and 
we are often puzzled to decide whether 
results obtained are due to  causes 
which we recognize and understand. 
Nevertheless, observations of these 
trials furnish the fact bases upon 
which progress in the science of gov- 
ernment must rest. An added reason 
why the attention of the student 
should be arrested, lies in the fact that 
this trial government has been estab- 
lished in an American city, selected as 
typical, and the results shed light on 
the actual operations of the forces 
now within our communities as much 
as on the results in the little laboratory 
itself. 

The Social Unit is based upon a 
philosophy which has been thought- 
fully evolved. The basic principles are 
that government should be thoroughly 
democratic and policies be based upon 
the real will of the people, but that in 
formulating that will, the specialized 
knowledge the community possesses 
should be brought into play. These 
have Iong been desiderata of political 
scientists. The thesis that govern- 
ment should be established upon the 

will of the governed harks back to 
early Anglo-Saxon principles. Such 
well recognized political devices as the 
town meeting, representative assem- 
blies, the caucus, the primary, the ini- 
tiative, the referendum, the recall, pro- 
portional representation and the short 
ballot have been adopted from time to 
time to bring about this end. Our 
endeavors to make public administra- 
tion conform to the principles which 
science has deduced, though more 
recent, have been no less marked. 

The plan of government designed to  
make popular control and technical 
skill function together, requires the 
formation of two councils-one to rep- 
resent the general public and a second 
to  represent technical or professional 
groups. The first of these is on the 
familiar basis of indirect. representa- 
tion. The smallest political unit is the 
“neighborhood” or block. In  the dis- 
trict in which the experiment has been 
made the population of each “neigh- 
borhood” h a  been between 400 and 
500. Each block elects a “neighbor- 
hood council” charged with the duty 
of educating the public at large con- 
cerning the work of the organization 
and the principles which lie behind it, 
of studying and reporting on commu- 
nity needs and of securing moral and 
financial support to carry out pro- 
grams which have been approved by 
the general council. Each neighbor- 
hood council elects an executive who is 
not only the directing head of the 
council but its representative upon a 
larger group known as the citizens’ 
council. If this form of government 
were to be established upon a city- 
wide basis, the executives of the citi- 
zens’ councils would meet to form a 
municipal citizens’ council and if a still 
larger district were covered, this proc- 
ess of pyramiding would go on so far 
as might be necessary. An initiative 
and referendum provision would com- 
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plete the machinery for the participa- 
tion of the people as citizens in the con- 
trol of their government. 

The formation of these councils on a 
basis of population, contributes noth- 
ing new to our political experience. 
The principle of representation is per- 
haps carried to an extreme with the 
result that, were the governing unit 
very large, the executives might be 
rather far removed from their ultimate 
constituents. But the establishment 
of “occupational councils,” rnarshal- 
ing the people of the community on 
the basis of professions or trades, and 
giving them an equal control in public 
affairs, seems unique. The reasoning 
which resulted in this decision arises 
from a belief that those who have be- 
come specialists by virtue of the devo- 
tion of their energies to some definite 
field, such as medicine, the ministry, 
dentistry or teaching, or have become 
printers, merchants or electricians, are 
thereby qualified to pass with author- 
ity upon the technical phases of public 
functions. To focus this skill, a second 
system is devised. To the representa- 
tion upon a population basis is added 
representation by professions and 
trades. All those of the district who 
belong to recognized callings are ex- 
pected to meet and organize by occu- 
pations, and to form groups similar to 
the citizens’ groups, each with its exec- 
utive. The executives of the occupa- 
tional groups form the occupational 
councils as those of the groups of citi- 
zens form the citizens’ councils. To- 
gether, these two councils form the 
bicameral general councils-the su- 
preme governing bodies. Through 
the citizens’ councils, the people are 
expected to “get a clear idea of their 
common needs ” and the occupational 
organizations are designed to “ utilize 
the technical knowledge of skilled 
groups in formulating and carrying out 
programs to meet those needs.” 

The advocates of this political phi- 
losophy have been M i .  and Mrs. Wilbur 
C. Phillips.‘ During the winter of 
1915-16, a number of persons became 
interested in a proposal to establish a 
laboratory wherein such machinery as 
was contemplated in the plan might be 
set up and its workings observed. A 
national social unit organization was 
formed in April and a fund of $63,000 
subscribed through which, together 
with what might be subsequently 
raised, it was proposed to inaugurate a 
three year experiment. This organiza- 
tion formed along the lines which it 
was espousing. Prominent persons 
were called upon to man the occupa- 
tional groups. They consisted of those 
interested in children’s work, public 
health, housing, neighborhood organ- 
izations, nursing, recreation, relief and 
statistics. Others were asked to sit as 
a “citizens’ council,’’ that the unit 
from the first might be true to type. 

I1 

Cincinnati is a city of 402,000 peo- 
ple and the center of a metropolitan 
district of 630,000 inhabitants; 14.25 
per cent of the people are wage earners 
-a larger percentage than in most 
cities of its size. It has never been 
considered a well organized city from 
a trade-union standpoint. It is one of 
the oldest cities in the country and has 
had a slower development than almost 
any large city in the western world. 
In 1850 it was the sixth largest city 
but each succeeding decennial census 
shows a recession in relative posi- 
tion to eighth in 1880, tenth in 1890, 
eleventh in 1900, thirteenth in 1910, 
and sixteenth in 1920. Its reputation 
for being a conservative city, difficult 
to arouse, is undoubtedly deserved; 
but its history shows some radical 

‘A similar plan is discussed by Miss M. P. Fol- 
lett in “ The New State.” New York, 1918. 
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ventures. Notable among these is the 
construction of a railway during the 
seventies, 336 miles long, lying in three 
states-possibly the only example of a 
municipally owned steam railway in 
the United States. This property is 
leased under terms which yield the 
city $600,000 each year over and above 
operative expenses and debt charges. 
That the spirit of municipal adventure 
is not dead, is witnessed by the con- 
struction, now in progress, of a rapid 
transit belt line originally estimated to 
cost $9,000,000 but which now threat- 
ens to exceed several times this amount. 
Whether this >enterprise is farsighted or 
merely fool-hardy, the not distant fu- 
ture may tell. The University of Cin- 
cinnati-ne of the best known munic- 
ipal universities of the world, receives 
its chief support from taxes and tops 
an educational system admittedly one 
of the finest in the country. As a musi- 
cal and art center, Cincinnati has a 
more than national reputation. Among 
social workers, Cincinnati is noted be- 
cause of the spirit of mutual helpful- 
ness and co-operation which prevails 
among philanthropic associations. T t  
was the first city to attempt on a com- 
prehensive scale, the federation of the 
social agencies, their financing through 
a centralized budget, and their direction 
through a council of representatives. 

The city’s governmental organiza- 
tion is of the federal type common in 
American cities. A mayor and vice- 
mayor and auditor are elected for four 
year terms. The mayor appoints a 
solicitor, a director of service, and a 
director of safety, who controls the 
police department, the fire department, 
the department of public welfare and 
the city hospital. The mayor also ap- 
points the members of such bodies as 
the board of health, the directors of the 
university and the sinking fund com- 
mission. The council is unicameral, 
one member is elected from each of the 

26 wards, and six are elected at large. 
The school district is a separate unit 
and not a part of the municipal cor- 
poration. But more than the mere 
framework of government must be ex- 
amined by one who would understand 
the actual administration of an Amer- 
ican city. The political party machin- 
ery is always to be reckoned with, and 
in Cincinnati, it is scarcely too much to 
say that the executive committee of the 
dominant party is the actual govern- 
ing agency. The executive committee 
of the Hamilton county organization 
of the Republican party is composed 
of two elements, one representing the 
wards and the other the large busi- 
ness and financial interests within the 
party. It is a combination for mutual 
profit. Each ward is under a captain 
who has as many lieutenants as he 
needs. These men know their constit- 
uencies. It has built “upon a basis 
of population units, an organization 
through which it can utilize the tech- 
nical knowledge of skilled groups in 
formulating and carrying out pro- 
grams to meet its needs.” In  the negro 
wards, it can direct elections almost to 
a certainty and even in wards where 
the voters are more intelligent, its con- 
trol is very great. All of the features 
which have come to be associated with 
American political methods are here to 
be found. The marked sample-ballot 
is a lawful device of great effectiveness. 
The customs against which “corrupt 
practices a t  elections ” laws have been 
directed are resorted to when opportu- 
nity and necessity unite to make them 
possible and useful. The number of 
votes controlled by the Republican or- 
ganization is variously estimated around 
25,000. There are some 100,000 legal 
voters but in many elections a small 
vote is cast. 

But an organization of this sort needs 
money. Some is received by assess- 
ments upon office holders and em- 
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ployes and more comes from contribu- 
tions from party supporters. This is 
why the organization needs the “ busi- 
ness element.” This latter not only 
aids materially in the party’s financing 
but lends respectability to the work of 
the committee and so makes other 
contributions easier to  obtain and the 
decisions of the committee more palata- 
ble to  the community at large. The 
business element is composed of the 
heads or prominent members of some 
of the largest industrial organizations 
in the city. They are attracted by the 
power over the county’s destinies 
which membership in such cabal af- 
fords. This central committee makes 
the slate of candidates to be supported 
in the elections and controls all ap- 
pointments made by those it has 
placed in office. It also formulates 
party policies. The Democratic party 
attempts to maintain a similar organ- 
ization but it is very much weaker. In  
recent years, it has controlled the ad- 
ministration for only one two-year 
term when the majority party had 
succeeded in alienating some of its 
strongest supporters who helped in the 
political turnover and installed a re- 
form administration. This short pe- 
riod, remarkable in many ways for its 
accomplishments in bettering city ad- 
ministration, came to a close six years 
ago, due chiefly to the fact that its 
policy with respect to a number of 
troublesome strikes was not as rigorous 
as some of its erstwhile supporters 
thought it should be. Since then, the 
minority party has had at  times but a 
single representative among the thirty- 
two councilmen and a t  the present 
time has but three. Its influence in 
public affairs is not great. 

I11 

Interest of Cincinnatians was first 
aroused in the Social Unit when the 

New York press carried notice of the 
formation of the national council and 
the statement that its first attention 
was to be directed toward intensive 
health work in a small area. For some 
time, the more active social workers in 
the field of public health had urged the 
formation of a small health center 
where an experiment might be made to 
see whether the death rates might not 
be materially lowered and sickness pre- 
vented by putting into practice the 
most advanced devices for health 
maintenance. Other social workers 
were interested in a proposal to in- 
crease and intensify social work in the 
city and in the promised opportunity 
to govern all phases of social work 
through a single co-operative agency. 
Some even reasoned that if $63,000 
was to be contributed from outside to  
be spent some place for social work, 
the Queen City might as well be the 
beneficiary. The usual indorsements 
and proffers of aid were easily secured 
from the mayor, the chamber of com- 
merce, the council of social agencies 
and the academy of medicine. These 
were influenced by the same considera- 
tions which had weighed with the 
social workers and possibly by the ad- 
ditional consideration of some slight 
advertising value which might accrue 
from being the center of what promised 
to be, a t  least nominally, of national 
interest.‘ So alluringly were the vir- 
tues of Cincinnati set forth that the 
previous determination of the national 
organization to locate in Washington, 

‘The same reasons interested other cities as 
the following from The Town (Baltimore), Oct. 
14, 1916, shows: “It  is claimed that ‘the city 
finally chosen ought to secure a good deal of 
advantage, not only because a considerable sum 
of money is to be spent upon a very interesting 
medical and social experiment, but because tbe 
experiment, if successful, w i l l  awake wide atten- 
tion and may radically affect the future align- 
ment of medical and social work, not only in 
Baltimore but throughout the country.”’ 
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began to weaken and the conclusion 
was reached that none of the other 
fifteen cities under consideration of- 
fered so hopeful a field. Promise of 
substantial financial aid was an im- 
portant factor in bringing the prize to 
the Queen City. The budget called for 
$135,000 pledged for the three year 
period; $45,000 W;LS promised in Cin- 
cinnati. Much of the sum raised out- 
side however was for propaganda and 
the expense of the national organiza- 
tion. It was hoped that as the experi- 
ment progressed, the work would be 
supported more and more upon a pub- 
lic basis.‘ 

Having considered why Cincinnati 
desired the Social Unit, a review of the 
reasons why the Social Unit wished to 
locate in this city will prove of interest, 
They are: 

1. The opportunity for co-operation with the 
social agencies of the city because of their federa- 
tion in the council and the expressed willingness 
on their part to recede from activity within the 
Social Unit area or to be totally eliminated if 
the Social Unit should gradually extend its 
scope over the entire city. The social workers 
af Cincinnati were judged to  be more open to 
new ideas and more free from tradition than 
those of any city under consideration, and quite 
desirous of letting reconstruction rest upon a 
democratic rather than upon a charitable basis. 

(%) The earnest support of the head of the 
city department of public welfare. 

(3) The municipal hospital (which is one of 
the finest in the world) and its close affiliation 
with the municipal university, seemed evidence 
of a receptive attitude toward democratic ideas 
in medical work. 

(4) The anticipated co-operation of the city 
health department whose executive head was 
president of the academy of medicine and the 
chairman of the local committee urging the 
Social Unit to locate in Cincinnati. “The pos- 
sibility of securing it (this co-operation) had 

1“A certain amount of responsibility must rest 
upon the whole city which means that some 
support from the public treasury must be 
sought.” Answer to Question No. 31, Cincinnati 
Enquirer, May 17, 1917. 

been a doubt in the minds of many who had 
heard the plan. It requires a very broad-minded 
public official to accept the idea of a health cen- 
ter controlled by the medical profession2 and to 
join in so radical an experiment as this, with a 
mind open to whatever conclusions as to future 
health administration may be deduced there- 
from.”S (With what reason this doubt was 
lodged will develop hereafter.) 

( 5 )  Because public opinion was prepared for 
the priaciples of co-operation and democracy 
upon which the unit program rested as evidenced 
by: (a) such community federations as the 
council of social agencies, the chamber of com- 
merce and various organized forums; (b) the 
community consciousness as evidenced by the 
ownership of the municipal hospital, the munic- 
ipal university and a steam railroad, and (c) 
the apparent enthusiasm of the people of the city 
over the democratic features of the Social Unit 
plan. 

(6) The location of the city near the center of 
population of the United States was thought to  
make an extension of the idea easier. 

(7) The city was believed to be typically 
American, with the smallest percentage of for- 
eign born citizens of any large city in the coun- 
try. No single industry predominates and the 
mayor promised his hearty support. 

The 
topography invites community organizatioR, 
and the formation of civic and welfare associa- 
tions on a neighborhood basis. 
(9) Personal impressions made by citizens 

established the conclusion that there was excep- 
tional material to man the councils. 
(10) There was a pledge of $15,000 per year 

for three years to aid the experiment. 

These reasons were set forth in a 
bulletin published soon after the unit 
moved to Cincinnati. Subsequent his- 
tory has led some to believe that a 
hasty judgment was formed. Yet this 
may be questioned. Each one of the 
ten factors considered seems pertinent 
to the choice of a location and practi- 
cally every statement made of the 
virtues of the city is true, though it 

(8) The city is one of neighborhoods. 

*Italics ours. 
3 Bulletin No. 1. History of the Social Unit 

Plan. National Social Unit Organization. Cin- 
cinnati, Janusry 1, 1917. P. 4. 
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might be difficult to prove that Cin- 
cinnati is endowed with some of them, 
especially democracy and an interest in 
the fundamental aspects of the unit 
plan, above her sister American cities. 
The difficulty lay in failing to marshal 
these assets to aid the experiment. 

Not a few of those who took a lead- 
ing part in securing the location of the 
Social Unit in Cincinnati read again, 
after two years, the early publications of 
thenational organization with somesur- 
prise. It was clearly stated in all these 
early issues that the political experi- 
ment was the main issue-the health 
center merely an activity upon which 
this machinery should function. The 
numerous addresses of the executives 
stressed the plan of organization but 
the auditors became lost in a bewilder- 
ing maze of circles and lines and con- 
cluded that the gist of the matter was 
that intensive health work was to be 
aone in some locality in such a way 
that the people of the district should 
be taken into the plan, so it would meet 
with their approval, and that the phy- 
sicians and social workers of the city 
were to help guide its processes and 
judge its measure of success. Even 
those whose interest prompted them 
to master the intricacies of organiza- 
tion, found a constantly evolving plan 
difficult to understand and felt the im- 
portant thing was to see what could be 
made of the health experiment; its ex- 
act form of organization did not so 
much matter. 

I V  

Having chosen the city, city coun- 
cils were formed after the manner of 
the national organization. The occu- 
pational council was created by asking 
certain individuals to sit as represent- 
atives of the professions to which they 
belonged. Some of these selections 
were ratified by the professional soci- 
eties of the city, Others were chosen 

for the citizens’ council. After the 
same fashion in which the city of Cin- 
cinnati was decided upon &s the seat 
of the trial government, competition 
was invited among the districts of the 
city which aspired to have the unit 
located among them. The race was 
not a spirited one since there were at  
no time more than three districts com- 
peting, and the Mohawk-Brighton dis- 
trict, finally chosen, wm one where 
some neighborhood work was already 
under way in connection with a branch 
public library. Its early lead was 
never threatened. The section is per- 
haps typical of the city, though more 
of an average, possibly than a cross 
section. It comprises an industrial 
population of some 15,000 people 
largely of German extraction. It lies 
a t  the foot of the bluffs beyond which 
the better residential districts have 
long since extended, and is an older por- 
tion of the city. 

Although the national organization 
was formed early in 1916 and Cincin- 
nati chosen in November of that year, 
1917 was half over before the district 
was selected and was nearly a t  a close 
before the work was under way. The 
district was organized in accordance to 
type except that, for the first time, the 
citizens’ council represented definite 
constituencies while these councils in 
the city and national organizations had 
been made up of good citizens who had 
agreed to play the r81e of representa- 
tives but who owed their positions to 
the invitation of the promoters. At- 
tempts were made to form occupational 
groups in the district and while some 
have functioned, notably the doctors’ 
and nurses’, these have never been so 
fully organized as the plan contem- 
plates. About this Mohawk-Brighton 
general council, the city and national 
councils hovered, watching and wait- 
ing the long anticipated demonstrative 
experiment. 
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The organization had gathered a 
staff by the time the district was lo- 
cated, consisting of the two progeni- 
tors of the plan, who acted as execu- 
tives, an executive for each council, an 
executive of the nurses’ council, pub- 
licity agents and others. Headquar- 
ters were opened in Mohawk-Brighton. 
The district was divided into thirty- 
one “blocks” on a population basis 
and a person selected from each block 
to be the “block executive” or, as they 
were all women and possibly because of 
the nature of their work, “block moth- 
ers.” The selection of these executives 
was subsequently ratified by elections 
within each block. These executives 
have been paid by the organization for 
the time they have spent. At first the 
rate was fifty cents an hour but, follow- 
ing the general trend, the “mothers” 
were granted a raise. 

One of the f is t  necessities was to 
teach these block executives the theo- 
ries which lay back of the experiment 
and to train them in their tasks. This 
was done through classes and there is 
little doubt but they became rather 
deeply interested in the work and that 
they carried their enthusiasm back to 
their constituencies. One of the first 
undertakings was a census of the dis- 
trict which was made by the block 
executives, under direction of the staff, 
and upon this fact basis an enormous 
amount of useful community work was 
done. Those needing medical care or 
nursing were aided, employment was 
found for many out of work, children 
were kept in school and, in innumerable 
ways, family and household conditions 
were bettered. Those who have ex- 
amined the experiment, and their 
names are legion, are usually carried 
away in considering the accomplish- 
ments in the awakening of community 
consciousness and interest on the part 
of the people in their own affairs. A 
number of picnics and contests, and 

the publication of a weekly newspaper 
devoted to local affairs, aided to pro- 
duce this result. 

True to the original plan, attention 
was first given to health work, partic- 
ularly the care of infants. A baby 
clinic was opened and work of an in- 
tensive nature undertaken. The inti- 
mate, current information obtainable 
from the census and the reports of the 
block workers proved invaluable. But 
the real opportunity came in the influ- 
enza epidemic of 1918 when the facili- 
ties for learning of cases in their early 
stages and the greater number of 
nurses available, combined to keep the 
mortality rate in this area unusually 
low. From time to time, represent- 
atives of the great national health 
organizations have visited the unit to 
appraise its work in their respective 
fields and their almost universal en- 
dorsement speaks high praise for the 
accomplishments in the type of work 
chosen for the experiment’s activity. 

The promoters had dared hope that 
even before the three year period had 
expired, the movement would have 
spread and begun to gain considerable 
momentum. To prepare the way for 
this growth, much time was given to a 
wider explanation of the plan and to 
general publicity as to its operation 
which, however valuable it might have 
been in itself, was not particularly 
helpful to its success locally. But un- 
fortunately, almost from the start, dif- 
ferences of opinion arose between the 
proponents of the experiment and those 
who had been most influential in in- 
ducing the location in Cincinnati. It 
weighed heavily in favor of the Queen 
City that the mayor urged it to come 
and consented to act as ,head of the 
citizens’ council, also that substantial 
financial aid was promised. What was 
not understood was that this approval 
and aid were extended only upon the 
earnest solicitation of well-known social 
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workers who practically agreed to 
sponsor it. These people were not 
presumptuous in undertaking this. A 
feature frequently reiterated when the 
unit plan was explained was that its 
control was to be democratic and that 
actual guidance was to rest with the 
councils who were well-known local 
people. But the Social Unit was not 
so easy to guide. Suggestions born of 
hard experience were turned aside on 
the ground that since this was “an 
experiment,” deductions from previ- 
ous occurrences had no bearing on the 
subject. The analogy between the 
political situation under which the city 
had lived for so many years and this 
new venture were too close to escape 
attention. In the first case, though 
the form has been democratic, with 
public oficers nominated at primaries 
md chosen at the elections by the 
qualsed voters, as a matter of fact, 
those actually in charge of the ma- 
chinery of the dominant party make 
the citizens almost puppets. And so it 
proved in this case. Theoretically, the 
councils were to form all policies and 
choose all executives; the recommenda- 
tions of the executives as to policies and 
the selection of staff members were 
usually approved. But since the dis- 
trict citizens’ council has been func- 
tioning, there has been little evidence 
of any desire to control its decisions. 

V 

The difference between the origina- 
tors of the plan and those locally in- 
terested in the project was basic. To 
the latter, it was an intensified demon- 
stration in social work and public 
health administration to see if the 
sickness and death rate might not be 
lowered by applying, more thoroughly 
than had yet been done, accepted 
public health principles. The merit of 
the plan of control was that it was 

likely to awaken the interest of the 
professional groups and solicit their 
aid as well as reach the people’s repre- 
sentatives and secure the popular sup- 
port necessary for effectively carrying 
out the recommendations. If success- 
ful, it might prove the value of more 
intensive activities which might be car- 
ried on by the city through its regu- 
larly constituted health officers. The 
health experiment was the essential- 
the form of control but an incident. 
The future might see the extensions of 
health work but hardly the installation 
of a new political r6gime. But the 
chief interest of the promoters was in 
the machinery of government. They 
wished to “hasten the coming of a 
democracy.” The health center was 
but a trial feature. If it should prove 
acceptable, other government activi- 
ties should be undertaken-education, 
public recreation and water supply or, 
possibly, street cleaning, garbage col- 
lection, police protection and fire pre- 
vention might successively be tried. 
They were more interested, however, in 
seeing the health center, under the new 
control, extended over a wider and 
wider area until it covered the city and 
ultimately the state. As it spread, 
other governmental and social agen- 
cies were to be supplanted by i t  until 
it should form a new order, political 
and social. Privately, the proponents 
of the idea held that industry and the 
professions, too, should be controlled 
after this same manner, but no plan to 
incorporate such a movement was in- 
jected into this experiment.‘ 

‘The executive officer of the city board of 
health, who had been chairman of the committee 
which had induced the Social Unit to locate in 
Cincinnati, felt called upon to explain this in a 
letter which appeared in the Cincinnati C m m m  
ciul Tribune, May 17, 1917, which reads in part: 
“The Social Unit Plan, so far as its medical 
features are concerned, does not intend to dis- 
courage private medical practice. It takes the 
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Unfortunately for the experiment, 
clouds began to gather which threat- 
ened the success of the venture quite 
irrespective of what results the district 
itself would show. It was a time of 
unrest. America had just entered the 
war and whole-hearted support was 
netded from every citizen. Suspicion 
that members of the staff were paci- 
fists and the whole project the entering 
wedge for socialism, had much to do with 
cooling the ardor of those who earlier 
had been its friends. Foiled in his at- 
tempts to keep theventure from obvious 
dangers, the director of public welfare 
resigned from the council and declined 
to have more to do with it. Thereupon, 
some who had promised the financial 
aid which had weighed in the selection 
of Cincinnati withdrew their contribu- 
tions. Further financial embarrassment 
came because of the reluctance of those 
who undertook to raise funds for the 
community chest to include this as a 
part of their obligation. But the most 
conspicuous opposition came from the 
city officers, voiced by the mayor but 
owing its source to the public health 
department which had been so deeply 
interested in its coming. Certain pro- 
posals’by the unit looking to an ex- 
tension of public health education were 
regarded by the board of health to 
mean that the latter recede in its ac- 

position simply that all people need adequate 
medical assistance, curative and prophylactic, 
and that if they cannot afford to secure this on 
a paid basis from private physicians, the com- 
munity should supply them with the same. The 
situation is analogous, when any parent is per- 
mitted to send his child to a private school, but 
the community assumes responsibility for seeing 
that no child is prevented from securing an edu- 
cation through the inability of the parents to 
pay for such private education. Medical prac- 
titioners of the city should be keenly interested, 
in the unit plan because it aims for the first time, 
as far as I know, to give them a voice in the 
planning of public health work.” 

tivities and allow the unit to do for 
the entire city the sort of health work 
which had proved so effective during 
the epidemic. This was quite in keep- 
ing with the announced plan as set 
forth in their published reasons for 
selecting Cincinnati. “The leading 
social agencies,” the report reads, 
. . . agreed to relinquish work 

within the unit area when the occasion 
arises and have further agreed to the 
gradual extension of the work (if suc- 
cessful) throughout the city, even if 
this should mean in the end their own 
elimination as social agencies.” It was 
in the minds of the Social Unit execu- 
tives that the same rule should apply 
to the city’s health service, that the 
“occasion had arisen” and that the 

success ” had been established. 
Moreover, the only major criticism to 
their health work might be removed by 
this arrangement-that it was proving 
too expensive. The answer to this 
charge was that the cost during the 
early stages must necessarily be high 
because it involved a duplication, but 
that as soon as the other agencies left 
the Social Unit in sole charge, the ex- 
pense would not be unduly great. 

But the board of health did not take 
kindly to the proposal that they turn 
over their duties to the Social Unit 
even in the Mohawk-Brighton district. 
They insisted that the same measure 
of health work would be done there as 
was accorded other parts of the city. 
The request fanned to a flame opposi- 
tion which had been developing to the 
Social Unit in the board of health for 
some time, due to its political com- 
plexion rather than to any failure in 
the carrying out of its health work. 
By this time, there had been a change 
in the position of chief health officer. 
The one who had been so active in 
locating the experiment had died and 
been succeeded by the assistant chief. 
But even the former head had lost his 

C C  

c c  
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earlier enthusiasm and was quite ready 
to abandon the plan. The attention of 
the mayor was called to the proposal 
and consequently to the Social Unit 
plan itself. This was not the official 
who had served as a figurehead on 
the citizens’ council when the local 
committee was formed and who had in 
fact urged the city’s invitation. The 
present mayor’s conception of public 
affairs is far keener. He saw the So- 
cial Unit as exactly what it is-exactly 
what its sponsors have insisted it is, 
and what the local admirers have so 
emphatically denied that it is-an ex- 
periment in government, tried out in 
the field of public health. And his 
judgment opposed it. He said it was 
socialistic-and an attempt to set up a 
government within a government. He 
was undoubtedly right in both conclu- 
sions. The city’s experience with the 
political party organizations shows 
how inimical a “government within a 
government ” may be. How much the 
mayor’s attack injured the Social Unit 
would be hard to estimate; its more 
serious local difficulties grew out of its 
failure to receive financial support. 
The mayor seems to have contented 
himself with voicing his disapproval 
and not to have exerted himself to lay 
obstacles in its path. But assistance of 
no inconsiderable value was the indi- 
rect result of the statement because of 
the publicity which attached to it. 
Active press agents were not slow to 
take advantage of this and few stories 
went out which did not refer in some 
connection or other to the mayor’s at- 
tack. So generally were these carried 
that citizens of Cincinnati traveling 
from home wondered whether the 
“Hogopolis ’) of their fathers-the city 
until recently known for its good 
liquor-was in the future to be cele- 
brated chiefly as the home of the Social 
Unit. 

VI 

Since the close of 1919 was to bring 
the three year period for which the 
unit had been originally Gnanced to a 
close, after which judgment was to be 
formed as to whether the experiment 
should be continued, the unit re- 
quested those associations, both local 
and national, which might be inter- 
ested and those which were qualified, 
to send evaluators to appraise its work. 
Almost without exception, these organ- 
izations submitted reports on the work 
done, which were highly flattering to 
the Social Unit. Some, however, called 
attention to the danger of trying to 
draw statistical conclusions because of 
the paucity in the number of cases and 
some thought the cost unduly high. 
It was decided to hold a national con- 
vention in Cincinnati to hear these 
reports-r some of them-and to ad- 
vise whether the experiment should 
be continued. Probably all the well- 
known local civic and neighborhood 
organizations were asked to hold meet- 
ings to decide whether they would en- 
dorse a continuance of the experiment 
and to elect delegates to attend the 
national convention. These local meet- 
ings were usually addressed by mem- 
bers of the Social Unit staff or its 
active supporters-those who were 
known to question its value were cus- 
tomarily invited but were usually too 
indifferent to convert their disap- 
proval into determination to actively 
oppose it. The excellence of the health 
work was explained, its popularity in 
the district alluded to and the plan 
either indorsed, or judgment rendered 
that the work should go on. The na- 
tional convention was a mass meeting 
of endorsers rather than a judicial 
body to sit to weigh evidence and form 
conclusions, and it too decided for the 
plan. 
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In  the meantime, the financial diffi- 
culties were not being met. The re- 
nouncement of local pledges had seri- 
ously embarrassed the unit. More 
than that, the council of social agen- 
cies, through which nearly all the local 
social bodies raise their funds, had re- 
fused to include the Social Unit. The 
reason was a very practical one. Hav- 
ing judged it an entering wedge for 
socialism, a sufficient number of the 
larger givers had served notice that 
their funds would not be forthcoming 
for any of the charities if the unit were 
included in the council‘s budget-even 
though none of their individual con- 
tributions was to be used for the unit. 
Some of the agencies announced they 
would retire from the council were the 
unit included. The council was vul- 
nerable. It yielded; first announcing 
that the unit’s request for inclusion was 
denied because it was a “political” not 
a “social agency”-which the unit ad- 
mitted. Later when the social agen- 
cies joined in a community chest which 
included all projects, civic as well as 
social, the request was renewed and 
again refused. Debates between the 
wolf and the lamb are usually futile. 

Shortly after the national confer- 
ence, the National Social Unit Organ- 
ization united with the community 
councils of Greater New York and will 
undoubtedly again try the experiment 
in another locality. The Mohawk- 
Brighton Social Unit is continuing, 
with a somewhat restricted program 
and is endeavoring to meet a larger 
proportion of its costs by subscriptions 
from within the district. 

Political and social institutions de- 
velop slowly. The three year period 
allotted the Social Unit for expes- 
mentation was at  best a brief trial. It 
may have been expected that it would 
be necessary to lengthen this time be- 
fore conclusions could ripen. As a 
matter of fact, hardly two years elapsed 

after the Mohawk-Brighton head- 
quarters were opened before there was 
a call upon the executives to give an 
account of their stewardship, and if the 
period be measured from the time the 
blocks were organized and their execu- 
tives functioning, is shortened to but 
little more than a year. Nor was this 
a period of fair trial. Local opposition 
was evidenced almost from the start 
and during the second year it assumed 
some proportions. But more serious 
than this was the fact that the atten- 
tion of the staff, and incidentally the 
minds of all those concerned with the 
unit as executives or even as citizens, 
was so IargeIy turned from the prob- 
lem of the experiment-to see how the 
institution set up in the Mohawk- 
Brighton district would work-to prop- 
aganda, first to prepare the way for the 
extension of the plan over the city, and 
later to advertise the project far and 
wide and deduce conclusions from sit- 
uations still in the more elementary 
experimental stages. When careful 
uninterrupted foundation work was 
needed, air castles of grandeur were 
erected. The very substantial accom- 
plishments of the Social Unit in its 
citizens’ groups under these circum- 
stances testify eloquently to the sound- 
ness of the principles upon which they 
are based. But the contribution has 
been in the field of community organ- 
ization. Its effectiveness is evidenced 
with practical unanimity by those 
who have examined it. This is a fact 
of some magnitude, considering that 
pioneer work was being done in a vir- 
gin field. Evidence of the popularity 
of the unit among the residents of the 
district is shown by the vote upon its 
retention taken after the mayor 
launched his attack. Between 45 per 
cent and 55 per cent of those entitled 
to vote, approved the retention of the 
unit and only 14 per cent voted against 
it. All adult citizens were permitted 
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to vote.1 As this practically amounted 
to a disapproval of the mayor’s stand, 
the great majority expressed for the 
unit is striking. So much cannot be 
said for the occupational councils. 
These have done remarkable work in 
medicine and nursing but otherwise 
their influence on the experiment has 
not been marked. 

VII  

The idea of the Social Unit experi- 
ment has been an appealing one to a 
very large number of people who have 
been confronted with the problems of 
community organization. It is to be 
regretted that the prospectus could not 
have been unfolded in its essential fea- 
tures, namely, an organization of citi- 
zens which would be generally inclu- 
sive, an organization of professions and 
trades, and a fact basis for essential data 
upon which information as to commu- 
nity needs might be predicated and 
discussions by the citizens and occu- 
pational groups directed. It is to be 
hoped that the plan may have a trial 
in a number of places so its operation 
may be observed under different cir- 
cumstances. It might well be tried in 
a small city where the unit would 
comprise the entire municipal area and 
where there is no great divergence in 
the social classes-for examplein a 
residential satellite city of a metrop- 
olis. It would also be interesting to 
see it tried in a city of similar size 
where there is a diversity of social 
classes, and possibly again in a part of 
a large city where there has been de- 
veloped some degree of community 
consciousness coinciding with the area 
of the experiment. Such trials will 
hardly be worth while unless given 
sufficient periods to prove their value 

‘The number qualified to vote was 7,563; 
4,154 votes were cast; 4,034 in favor of the reten- 
tion of the unit. 

before attempts to draw conclusions 
are made; power in the local organiza- 
tions to amend the plan if they at any 
time become convinced that changes 
are necessary so that it remains an 
instrumentality of their own; and 
greater interest in scientific investiga- 
tion than in propaganda. It might be 
well, too, to place the financial burden 
of the experiment upon the community 
it is to serve, though “promoters’ ex- 
penses” for a short period may be 
legitimate. 

As a substitute for our form of gov- 
ernment,’ the Social Unit has offered 
little that is tangible. There are too 
many questions concerning its opera- 
tion as yet unanswered. It is not ap- 
parent that the citizens’ councils as 
they are formed successively from the 
blocks to the largest areas, will avoid 
the evils of indirect representation 
which have been so inimical to “gen- 
uine democracy” as it has worked out 
in our own governmental systems; 
why the instructed vote will be satis- 
factory here when it has not been else- 
where; or how the difficulties of the 
large council elected by wards we have 
been trying to escape in our cities will 
become virtues under the Social Unit 
system. On the administrative side, 
the system seems to be weak in pro- 
viding no method of selecting expert 
administrators and still more weak in 
avoiding any administrative cohesion 
or centralized authority. The staff of 
the Social Unit, it is true, is of such 
unusual ability as to seem to answer 
one of these criticisms. But these effi- 
cient members were selected first by 
the executives and later elected to ex- 
ecutiveships. This suggests the ten- 
dency for a strong extra-govern- 
mental organization here, such as 
grew up in our own political system in 
the party, which became strong by 
absorbing features of government 
when the regularly instituted agencies 
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were weak. Imagine motives of a sor- 
did and selfish character in place of 
those of altruism and public service, 
which have always dominated those 
who have had charge of the experi- 
ment, and one is driven to the con- 
clusion that a governmental type more 
easily corrupted could hardly be 
erected upon a democratic basis. 

It would be difficult to predict how 
the occupational councils would oper- 
ate. There is less in our political expe- 
rience to guide us. The desirability of 
having the professional groups mind- 
ful of the governmental problems lying 
within their respective fields and ready 
to advance the helpful suggestions 
which the most recent discoveries of 
science afford, is evident. It is hard to 
tell how far we should give power to 
these specialists-how far we should 
go toward allowing the schools to be 
controlled by the school teachers; the 
dental regulations written by the 
dentists; the health regulations by the 
doctors and nurses; the building code 
by the carpenters and architects; or 
the plumbing code by the plumbers. 
Possibly the interaction of one group 
upon another and the necessity of 
having these decisions approved by 
the citizens’ councils would maintain 
a suEcient balance. So far, we have 
hardly been successful in getting our 

professional groups to  concern them- 
selves about the public aspects of their 
professions except as this might be 
necessitated by their private prac- 
tices. And many have been slow to 
learn that public problems frequently 
differ from private ones. This may be 
just what is needed to stimulate that 
interest but, on the other hand, it 
might be dangerous t o  repose control 
before that interest is aroused. 

The contribution of the Mohawk- 
Brighton Social Unit is in the field of 
community organization-not in the 
evolution of a new form of political 
control. And because, in spite of the 
obstacIes which have been placed in 
its path, it has progressed-and in 
spite of discouragements it has re- 
mained hopeful, it has been able to 
survive and operate one of the most 
democratic social experiments that has 
been made. When community and 
popular industrial organization are 
evidently on the eve of a great expan- 
sion, this attention to basic social in- 
stitutions is opportune. Whether the 
SociaI Unit idea is destined to prove a 
lasting one, or whether it is only one 
which in passing drops helpful sugges- 
tions,-already it has materially aided 
in bringing the democracy, genuine 
and efficient, it was its purpose to 
establish . 


